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Johannes Bundgaard Schou's Travel Diary, 1912
by Bert Schou
When he and his brother Niels emigrated from Denmark via England to the United States, my father, Johannes Bundgaard Schou, kept
a little notebook of diary entries. Johannes was eighteen and Niels
was nineteen. Their older brother, Bertel, had emigrated in 1907 as a
seventeen-year-old to Cedar Falls, Iowa, United States. He anxiously
awaited the brothers' arrival. Their journey began on Saturday, February 3 and ended on Wednesday, February 14, 1912. Along the way
Johannes was seasick, which may have affected his chronology for
Thursday and Friday, February 8-9, 1912. (Spelling, grammar, and
date headers have been standardized .)

The Schou brothers Niels and Johannes in Denmark before their
departure to the United States.

* * *
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Saturday, February 3, 1912

Our first day at sea. We sailed from Esbjerg a little before dusk. It
was a wonderful moonlit night. We walked around on the deck and
watched everything. At 7 p .m. the evening meal was served on deck.
They brought up a large tray of sliced bread, then a basket with cups,
and finally a large pot of tea. Everyone immediately raced toward the
poor man who was supposed to serve the tea, for it was a matter of
getting some while there was some to get. When we were done, we set
down our cups and began to stroll along the deck. It wasn't actually
all that easy to do, because the ship was already starting to roll back
and forth.
At 9 p .m . we climbed into our bunks. We were both on top bunks.
It was not an easy feat to sleep because the ship rocked and rolled

all the time, and we also had so much to think about. But finally we
managed to fall asleep. We had taken our big sweaters, jackets, and
boots off, and I put on the nice shoes I had brought in my carry-on. We
wrapped our travel blankets tightly around ourselves and were pretty
comfortable. But our peace was short-lived. It wasn't long before my
blanket slipped down onto a heavy-set American who lay snoring on
the bunk below me. He didn't seem to notice it at all, so I let it lie, since
I did have one other blanket besides that one. I went back to sleep.
When the clock struck 3:30, I woke again. I looked over at Niels and
saw that he was also awake. We agreed that we wanted to have a taste
of our wine. We each took a hefty swallow from the bottle. Then we
shared an orange, ate a few apples, and went back to bed for a little,
but we couldn't sleep any more.
Sunday, February 4, 1912

Now things got a little lively. Some people sat up in their bunks and
began talking. We took out our books and tried to read, but we also
soon got tired of that, for I began to get a headache. So I got up and
went into an adjacent room to wash myself, but the water pipe to the
faucet was frozen. I got ahold of a bucket and went up to the kitchen
for some water, and then we got ourselves washed. It did wonders
for our mood, so when it was finally 8:30, we got our breakfast. Like
dinner, it was served on deck. It consisted of coffee and sliced bread.
11
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Standing on deck while we ate our food was quite chilly. When we
were finished, we went down to get our travel blankets and a pipe and
some tobacco. Then we sat up on the deck and could finally see where
we were. The ship ducked up and down, and waves-several cubits
high-sloshed toward the railing, and once in a while a wave swept
)Ver the deck. Niels got a proper spray up his backside.
-\ bell rang, and so we all hurried over to the other side of the ship.
fhere stood a man with a mighty large pot full of peas and a dish of
neat. We could just address ourselves to him. We each got a plate,
spoon, and fork, and then we could just eat away. When it was over
we took a nap, and at 4 p.m., we could begin to see land. By 5 p.m., we
were in Harwich. Our papers were examined, and at 6 p.m. we could
leave the ship.
We came up to a warehouse where our carry-on luggage needed to be
examined. It went very easily. Some people had their bags searched,
while others were simply asked, "Do you have tobacco, cigars or cigarettes?" I said, "Yes, for personal use." He marked my bag with a chalk
cross, and that was that. We then went over to the railway station. We
got out our papers again, and then we got our train tickets and a few
sandwiches in a paper bag. Then we got on the train, and I swear, that
machine had some speed . When a train whizzed past us, it was just
like a delayed lightning bolt. When we flew past a railway station, we
couldn't see anything, because we were moving too quickly. We had
comfortable seats on the upholstered benches, and we sat together
with two Swedish gentlemen and two Danish ladies.
At last we reached London, the great train station of the world. There
was more to see there than anywhere else. An agent arrived and led
us out the other side of the railway station. We were loaded onto some
large buses and drove through the city to a hotel. There we went in,
and it was very pleasant inside. There were green tablecloths on the
tables, and we got three large cakes and a cup of coffee, or maybe it
was tea, I don't know for sure. After that, we went out to a railway
station, not the same one we had arrived at from Harwich, but just as
large, and off we rushed again. Everything was illuminated in London, so we could look out over the city, but trains zoomed past us
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every moment, first on one side, and then on the other. This time there
were six of us Danes in the compartment.
Monday, February 5, 1912

We lay down to sleep until we arrived in Southampton. An agent met
us there as well and led us to a hotel called Emigrant Home. We got
a good dinner, and were assigned to a room. It was really nice to get
into a good bed. There were several large dorm rooms, with a dozen
beds in each one. We slept really well until the early morning. At 8
a.m . we got up and washed ourselves, and at 8:30 a.m. we had a good
breakfast. It consisted of some labskovs [a savory potato-based porridge, known as "poor-man's dinner"] or something like that, with
bread, coffee, and a plateful of jam to put on the bread. We ate as if we
were being paid for it. After that, we read and wrote and did whatever
we could think of doing. For dinner we got some brown soup with a
piece of meat and bread. For dessert we had rice pudding with a fruit
sauce. In the afternoon we went out to see the city, and you can believe
that it was something to behold. Trams raced every which way, everywhere we went. Small children who barely had clothes on their bodies ran around and begged. We were a dozen Danes, and we trudged
up and down the streets. We needed to be back by five, for that was
dinner time. We ate to our heart's content, and after we had eaten, we
decided to go to Kosmorama [the cinema]. We did so, and it was really
funny. It cost three pence, which is the same as twenty-three ere.
Emigrant Home Southampton. February 5, 1912
Beloved Mother.
We are now in Southampton. We arrived here last night after
riding the train from Harwich and through London. We got
here at 1:30 in the morning, and got a nice bed for the night.
We will be staying here until the 7th. This is a really nice
place to be. It is a really nice hotel. There are many kinds
of people: some speak Swedish, some English, and some
Danish. I hope you are not upset that we have gone. Greet
everyone at home. Loving greetings from your sons.
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The postcard that Johannes and Niels sent home to their mother from
Southampton, shortly before boarding the trans-Atlantic steamer.
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Tuesday, February 6, 1912

The next day passed in the same way. We went down to see the ship
Olympic, which lay in the harbor. Workers swarmed around it, busily
loading the ship. Huge crates of food were hoisted up by cranes and
lowered down into the cargo hold. In the afternoon we went for a
walk in the city again, and in the evening we were at the cinema. This
one was also very funny. It was about Americans who drove in their
small, light wagon.
Wednesday, February 7, 1912

Well, finally it was the Wednesday when we were supposed to depart.
It's true, I had almost forgotten to report that we were inspected by a
doctor. Our eyes were pulled halfway out of our heads- but really, it
was not so bad. Mine were good enough. As far as I know, only one
person was sent home. Finally, we thought we were finished with the
doctors, but no, that was not the case. At 8:30 we took the train down
to the harbor, and there we went through the treatment again. Our
papers were examined, and our necks and heads were examined before we were allowed to go on board. But we finally got there. It was
a proper ship. At the stern, it was fifty-four feet from the surface of
the water up to the deck, and in the bow even higher. We were busy
getting around and looking at everything. First we got our stateroom
assigned. It was located right in the bow. The agent in Southampton
had given us the number, and everyone had to show their number in
order to get a room. We were in a six-man cabin, even though we told
the agent that we had been promised a two-man cabin. But he said
that it could not be done, because the two-man cabins had been given
to married people. Well, we were just as happy with what they gave
us. It was an excellent cabin we got. We were four Danes, a Swede,
and a Norwegian.
Once we had gotten our suitcases and travel blankets down into our
bunks, we went up on deck and the big box began to move. That is to
say, some small steamers towed it out and kept it going. It was a joy
to stand up on the deck and see the English coast. It was so nice and
warm in England . There was no mention of ice or snow; no, there was
fresh green grass, and cows out on the grass all around, and it was
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so beautiful along the beaches. There were large manor houses and
castles.
Once we got out onto the open sea, we went down and ate dinner.
We got some pea soup, meat, rice, crisp bread, and things like that.
Around 6 o' clock we reached France. It was also very lovely there, but
it was almost dusk, so we didn't see very much there. Two large ferries
lay alongside the Olympic with passengers, mail, and baggage. There
we lay quietly for a couple of hours.
Thursday, February 8, 1912

Then we sailed to Ireland and picked up some more passengers. Just
as in France, they were sailed out to the ship by ferry. Small boats
swarmed out as well, full of goods that were loaded up on the Olympic. There were both men and women who had everything imaginable for sale. Some had wool clothing, and others had apples, oranges,
sugar, and cigarettes. It took a couple of hours before we were ready
again. We were in Ireland at a fortunate time. It was mid-afternoon
on the 8th of February. Here was something to behold: the whole of
the southern coast of Ireland was a large fortress. It was completely
built up with towers and walls, and all around we saw large cannons.
It was just as warm there as it was in England. Cattle were pastured
out on the grass. We could feel the Olympic starting to speed up, and
once we were out on the vast sea, there was nothing more to see. We
couldn't see anything but sky and sea. The big, roaring waves threw
their foam up at the Olympic, and it began to swing up and down. But
we didn't get seasick, not at all. We ate our dinner with good appetite
and then walked around the deck before we went to our bunks.
Friday, February 9, 1912

We slept really well the whole night and got up and washed, then ate
our breakfast with good appetites. We discovered that our clock was
an hour ahead every day that went by. At 12 noon we ate dinner. We
went up into the smoking lounge. Phew, that was intolerable. People
popped in and out and threw up all over the place. I thought to myself
that it was good that I was of a stronger constitution. I went up in the
stern and stood and looked out at the big waves; you had to really
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hold on tight there. The ship rocked up and down. I soon had to put
my chin over the side and let myself go, but I did feel like it helped. I
ate my dinner without noticing anything. But I didn't get farther than
the hallway before I had to let the good dinner go on its way again.
I now realized that it was best to go back to my bed, where I stayed
until dinner the next day. Then I was able to handle it again. The ship
rocked up and down, so it was almost impossible to stand firm. When
we had eaten dinner, we took out our books and were able to read and
smoke cigars. Others played cards, while some people danced out on
the deck. In the evening we were part of a group of Danes who played
or went up to the top deck. We went early to our bunks, and the next
day was Saturday.
Saturday, February 10, 1912

Today passed in the same way. There was nice, fresh air up on deck.
The sea here is completely dark blue except for the white wave peaks.
Sunday, February 11, 1912

Well, finally it was Sunday. We got a really good lunch. We had oatmeal, roast coffee, fresh bread, crisp bread, and orange marmalade,
but I say now: "a round roll with butter and a cup of Danish coffee
would have tasted better to me." At 10:30 a worship service was held
up in the reading room. It was in Swedish, but he spoke very clearly,
so we could understand some of it. Afterwards there was an American who sang and played a zither. At 12 noon we ate dinner-many
delectable dishes, and for dessert we got two oranges. Then we went
down and took a good midday nap. At 2:30 a meeting was held down
in the dining room. It was also led by Swedish preachers, but we could
understand most of it. At 5 o'clock we ate our evening meal.
It was very windy on Sunday. Niels had bought himself a cap in Southampton. It went overboard when he came up on deck. We went to bed
early that night.

Monday, February 12, 1912

Monday was just as windy. It was even starting to snow a little. We
could tell that we were approaching land, because it was starting to
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get colder. I was up on deck looking for land, but there was nothing to
see. At 6:30 in the evening there was a meeting in Swedish held by the
same two men who had spoken on Sunday. It was an excellent meeting. It was almost a revival meeting. I was told that the two men that
spoke were two Swedish priests.
Tuesday, February 13, 1912

On Tuesday, after we had eaten lunch, I went to my cabin as usual and
wrote down the day's events. Then I went for a walk out in the stern
to look for land, but in vain. In the afternoon we had to be vaccinated.
We all had our arms examined, and those who didn't have a scar were
vaccinated. Mine was clear enough, so I was let off.
A little before evening we passed a large passenger steamer. At 5, we
ate a really good meal, and around 10 a doctor came on board. We
were examined again. At 11 o'clock we cast anchor in the middle of
the harbor.
Wednesday, February 14, 1912

On Wednesday morning we had our last lunch on board: cooked
eggs, smoked herring, fresh bread and butter, orange marmelade, and
whatever else there was. At around 9 a.m . they raised the anchor, and
now the great ship thundered into the harbor. What a hubbub there
was now! Everyone raced around with their suitcases. We pinned our
tickets inside our coats, and then we were led into a large customs
house. First our carry-on suitcases were looked at and then our big
suitcases. Nothing much was done about them. They looked straight
down into them, wrote some lines with chalk on the lids, and then
we could tie them closed again. All the suitcases were marked, and
we were given a certificate made of brass, and then both we and the
suitcases and all came on board some small steamers that sailed us out
to Castle Garden. There it was the worst yet. First we set foot on dry
land and then went through several large halls. At each door stood
officials who examined our papers. We just kept marching up stairs
and through halls. In one place we had our eyes examined, in another
someone counted our money, and in a third we got rail tickets, and so
on. At last we came down into a large hall, and there stood a man who
18
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demanded a dollar. Naturally we weren't eager to pay it, but we had
no choice. He got a dollar from me and gave us a big cardboard box.
It contained a sieve cake and four wheat cakes about the size of a dessert plate. They were filled with apple compote. Moreover, there were
five oranges, an apple, a can of meat, and some sandwiches. Niels
managed to skip the box. He wouldn't part with a dollar, and there
was enough for both of us. Then we entered another room and found
our suitcases. They were weighed, and we got another certificate. We
stayed now in this big house for a few hours. We ate some food and
a large glass of apple cider that we could buy for four cents. It tasted
good. We were also able to get postcards. I bought two and sent one to
Denmark and a second one to Albert Lea. [Here is where the diary ends .]

All three Schou brothers reunited in America
(1-r: Bertel, Niels, Johannes).
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